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PRACTICAL ADVICE ON LEARNING 
THE MOST FROM PROJECT 
FAILURE 
 
When we act entrepreneurially, we exploit 
projects that offer new products and/or open 
up new markets. However, given the 
uncertainty surrounding the newness of 
entrepreneurial actions, some of these 
projects will not work out as expected and 
thus fail. The key to entrepreneurial action is 
to learn from project failures.  
 
Flowing from my research (listed below), I 
offer the following advice for learning the 
most from project failure: 
 
  
1. Learn from failure but keep the 
tuition low  
Failure is a possible outcome for any 
or all of our entrepreneurial projects 
and represents an opportunity to 
learn to ultimately enhance firm 
performance. However, we also need 
to keep the costs of failure low. We 
can do this by designing and 
implementing low-cost probes (or 
experiments or options) that reveal 
information about whether it is best 
to proceed with full project 
exploitation or to terminate. We must 
be willing to terminate those projects 
that do not show sufficient promise 
and redeploy resources to those 
projects that do show promise. By 
taking a portfolio approach, we 
maximize the opportunity to learn 
from our failures and transfer that 
new knowledge to other projects. In 
addition, while the number of project 
failures might be relatively high 
(compared to a less entrepreneurial 
organization), we are able to keep 
the costs of failure low while 
benefiting from the upside potential 
of other projects. 
 
2. Recognize that learning from 
failure is not instantaneous or 
automatic 
There is truth behind the claim that 
we learn more from our failures than 
our successes. Failure generates 
negative emotions (i.e., grief), which 
feels uncomfortable. To remove this 
discomfort, we allocate attention to 
the event. To the extent that we can 
explain why it happened, we are able 
to remove these negative emotions, 
and in the process, we learn 
something that will likely be 
valuable in subsequent 
entrepreneurial projects. However, 
learning from failure takes time and 
involves a process. Therefore, we 
cannot expect wisdom to come to us 
fully packaged; rather, through 
openness to feedback from our 
actions, we come to make sense of 
our project failure experiences. We 
need to be patient, however. 
Learning from failure takes time and 
engages a process like the one I 
suggest in the points that follow. 
 
3. Feel grief over the loss of the 
project 
Our projects are important to us 
because they provide many benefits. 
A specific project may enable us to 
make the most of our knowledge, 
experience, and skills, and/or it may 
provide us an opportunity to improve 
our knowledge and skills. A specific 
project may also provide us with a 
lot of autonomy in which tasks we 
do and how we do them as well as 
provide the basis for feeling part of a 
team with strong relationships with 
other members. It is because a 
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project is important to us that we feel 
grief (i.e., negative emotions) when 
it fails. In turn, this grief can obstruct 
our learning from the experience. We 
need to recognize, however, that 
things will get better. As the old 
saying goes “time heals all wounds,” 
and the bad feelings generated from 
project failure will eventually 
dissipate—we will recover. 
Nonetheless, the timing of recovery 
depends on how we approach the 
failure, to which I now turn. 
 
4. Talk about the loss 
By focusing on the loss represented 
by the failed project and talking 
about it with ourselves and others, 
we are able to reflect on the events 
leading up to the project failure. This 
allows us to create a plausible story 
for why the project failed. By talking 
about the events and the story behind 
the project failure, we are able to ask 
questions, get feedback, and create a 
more plausible story, all of which 
enhances learning from the 
experience. 
 
5. Watch out for too much talking 
Despite helping construct a plausible 
story of the failure, talking about the 
failure can impact our emotional 
state. In the short run, talking about 
the failure helps reduce our negative 
feelings arising from the project 
failure (i.e., reduces grief). It feels 
good to unburden ourselves of our 
negative thoughts and energy. 
However, such an intense focus on 
the project failure can be emotionally 
exhausting. If we keep it up for too 
long, we are likely to start feeling 
worse (rather than better). Therefore, 
talking about the failure makes us 
feel better in the short run but can 
make us feel worse in the long run. 
 
6. Alternate between engaging and 
disengaging 
Although talking about the project 
failure can initially help, we need to 
have periods in which we disengage 
our thoughts from the project failure. 
Distracting ourselves from the 
project failure and working on 
addressing the negative 
consequences of the event can help 
recharge our emotional batteries for 
another round of talking about the 
failure to construct a better 
understanding. That is, taking a rest 
from talking and thinking about the 
failure could put us in a better 
emotional state to return to the task 
of building the plausibility of our 
story. The more we can alternate 
between engaging with and 
disengaging from the project failure 
over time, the better we will feel and 
the more we will learn. 
 
7. Be kind yourself after project 
failure 
Although we often display kindness 
to others whose projects fail (or are 
going through a tough time), we are 
often overly harsh on ourselves when 
things go wrong. Harsh self-
evaluations exacerbate negative 
emotions, decrease confidence in our 
ability to be successful in subsequent 
projects, and demotivate us from 
trying again. By showing ourselves 
kindness after project failure, we are 
not “letting ourselves off the hook” 
but are simply recognizing that we 
have made mistakes, we are going 
through a tough time, and we will 
learn and grow through the 
experience. 
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8. Engage with others 
We often isolate ourselves from 
others after project failure, but doing 
so often exacerbates our negative 
feelings about the failure (e.g., 
loneliness) and removes us from 
others who can serve as important 
sources of both information about 
the failure and of resources for 
recovery from it. Rather than 
isolation, we need engagement. We 
can do this by recognizing that like 
you, all people experience failure. 
Discussions about failure are more 
likely to create stronger bonds than 
weaken them. 
 
9. Keep emotions in balance 
It is important that we neither ignore 
the negative feelings we have nor 
become consumed by them. We can 
keep our emotions in balance by 
oscillating between thinking about 
the project failure and engaging in 
unrelated tasks that generate positive 
emotions, e.g., going to a football 
game with friends. The positive 
emotions can help keep the negative 
emotions in check. 
 
10. Normalize failure or 
commemorate it 
Businesses differ in how they treat 
project failure. Some see project 
failure as a natural part of the 
entrepreneurial process; they act as 
though it isn’t a big deal. When 
working in such environments, the 
experience of project failure will 
generate fewer negative emotions (if 
any). That is, we won’t feel as bad 
about project failure when working 
in an organization that normalizes 
failure. However, the fear that often 
comes with taking emotion out of 
project failure is that it might also 
take the emotion out of project 
development and exploitation, thus 
making project failure more likely. It 
is better to feel emotion because 
emotion signals that something 
important has happened, motivates 
learning, and provides the energy 
required for entrepreneurial success. 
This is why some organizations 
commemorate failure by offering 
those involved with the project the 
opportunity to come together, 
recognize that the project has finally 
gone, reflect on their time together, 
and hopefully begin to learn from the 
experience and emotionally prepare 
to move on. Just because the 
outcome was not as expected does 
not mean there were not many 
positives generated by the project. 
We need to focus on those positives 
as well as reflect on how mistakes 
can be avoided next time around. 
 
By acting entrepreneurially, we are likely to 
experience some project failures. Because 
we can potentially learn more from failures 
than successes, project failures represent an 
opportunity to gain new knowledge to help 
with future projects. However, learning from 
failure can be obstructed by the negative 
emotions that arise from the loss of a project 
that is important to us. We can learn more 
quickly from failure if we regulate our 
emotions by alternating periods of talking 
about the loss with periods of distraction and 
working on other aspects of our lives. We 
can also reduce the negative emotional 
obstruction to learning by being more self-
kind, engaging with others, and keeping 
emotions in balance. The business in which 
we work can also impact our emotions and 
thus our learning from the failure 
experience. Although normalizing failure 
reduces the negative emotions generated 
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from failure, it can also eliminate the 
emotions we invest in our projects and 
therefore often makes project failure more 
likely. Fortunately, some businesses help us 
regulate our grief over project failure by 
offering wakes, which helps us learn from 
the failure experience.  
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